"T ransgender" describes individuals whose gender identity, expressions, or behaviors do not match the sex category they were assigned at birth. 1, 2 Ethnic minority transgender individuals experience greater challenges than do transgender Whites, facing both racial and gender discrimination, 1, 3, 4 but even less is known about life experiences of transgender individuals growing up outside the United States and how those experiences affect health after immigration to the United States. Across Latin America, protections and rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals are slowly increasing. Most (70%) Latin Americans now live in a country where same-sex couples have the right to marry. 5 Mexican courts have ruled that laws against same-sex marriage are discriminatory 6, 7 and have proposed legislation that would make it easier for transgender individuals to get a passport consistent with their gender identity. 5 Yet Mexico is a deeply conservative, traditional society with cultural norms that emphasize male machismo and strict boundaries on male identity. Mexican social reforms protecting LGBT citizens have challenged traditional gender beliefs and intensified fears of cultural changes. Thus despite these pioneering social policies, the majority of Mexicans oppose progressive
LGBT legislation, 5, 7 putting LGBT individuals at risk for harassment, discrimination, and violence in their communities. 5, 7, 8 Religious institutions and local government officials have spoken out against these social reforms, 6 and Mexican communities and states have enacted laws making transgender expression illegal. 9 This social backlash has been worse for transgender women, who are the most marginalized members of the LGBT community and violate traditional gender social norms the most. 10, 11 Ironically, although Mexico City was the leader in legalizing same-sex marriage in 2009, the following year there were more hate crimes reported against transgender individuals in Mexico than any year in recent history. 9 Mexico City now has the highest murder rate of transgender individuals in Mexico, and Mexico has the second highest rate of crimes committed against transgender individuals in Latin America. 9 To escape from pervasive harassment, discrimination, and violence, some Mexican transgender individuals immigrate to the United States. Those who immigrate with or without documentation may be eligible for asylum if they can document a legitimate fear of physical or extreme emotional personal injury because of their transgender status if they return to Mexico. Applicants also must establish that their government was either part of the persecution or unwilling or unable to provide protection. 9, 12 We explored preimmigration experiences of violence and postimmigration health status in male-to-female transgender individuals (n = 45) from Mexico applying for asylum in the United States.
METHODS
An advocacy and legal services organization in California that assists low-income Latino/a individuals with immigration issues provided declaration documents that the organization submitted with asylum applications for Mexican male-to-female transgender asylum seekers in 2012. Undocumented male-to-female transgender Mexicans were referred to the organization most commonly through word of mouth and by referral from a transgender support group. Each declaration document included (1) a sworn declaration describing family, community, and authority reactions to their transgender status that make it unsafe for them to return to Mexico, and (2) a licensed mental health professional's psychological evaluation describing the physical and psychological impact of these life experiences.
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The purpose of declaration documents is to provide a detailed and truthful account of what harm applicants faced in their home country and why and what harm they fear if they return. Staff assisted applicants in making their declarations through a series of questions. The declarations were made in Spanish and then translated into English.
The organization identified the documents (n = 53 sets), gave them a code number, de-identified them, and then gave them to the research team. We excluded 8 applicants because they identified only as gay men. We considered applicants transgender (n = 45) if they said that their felt gender was different from that assigned at birth and described behaviors such as dressing in female clothing, taking steps to feminize appearance, and taking or planning to take hormones or have surgery (e.g., breast implants) to feminize appearance. Applicants signed a general consent to release information.
A document review is a detailed and systematic examination of documents already in existence to identify themes and generate hypotheses to guide future research questions. 14, 15 We imported the de-identified documents into NVivo version 10 (QSR International, Melbourne, Australia) for analysis. During 2013 and 2014, the research team developed a codebook on the basis of an initial reading of the declarations. We added codes to the codebook as they were identified throughout the review process. Because of the complexity of the information in the declarations, we used a modified coding procedure.
We assigned each set of documents to 1 of 7 members (all except M. F. and G. W.), who had primary responsibility for coding and presenting them to the full team. Team members, composed of public health, health promotion, and psychology researchers read the documents, reviewed the coding as it was presented, and discussed it until consensus was reached. Once the team coded and reviewed all the documents, the primary researcher reviewed the case to incorporate new codes identified during the document review and to check for errors. Finally, another team member reviewed the documents to check for missed coding.
Grounded theory guided the analysis. 16 We identified themes both within codes and across codes. We developed themes from the coded declarations and used coded information from the psychological evaluation to increase coder understanding of life experiences, but we did not include these in the thematic analysis. We considered a topic a theme if it was documented in the declaration of at least 25% of the cases 17, 18 ; however, the use of this rule was unnecessary because each of the identified themes was present in the majority of declarations. Once we selected themes, we identified representative excerpts from the declarations. Finally, the project team members read through the case documents to search for disconfirming evidence of themes. 19 
RESULTS
The applicants ranged in age from 20 to 58 years (mean age = 32 years; median age = 30 years) at the time of application for asylum (Table 1) . Most applicants lived in smaller towns and cities in Mexico as a child, but many moved to larger cities in young adulthood. The experiences of the oldest and youngest applicants for asylum differed slightly in the extent of police sexual assault, but this was confounded in that applicants who were younger had immigrated to the United States at a much younger age than did older applicants. Because of this, they spent less or none of their adulthood in Mexico. The police assaults and targeting happened to older adolescents and adults. Aside from this difference, the applicants were similar, so we discuss all cases as a group.
In the document review we identified 4 themes that represented common experiences among these asylum applicants while living in Mexico: their poor quality of life, the magnitude and range of assaults, resulting health effects, and resulting psychological effects. For each of the identified themes and subthemes, representative excerpts from the declarations are provided in Table 2 .
Pervasive Violence Against Transgender Persons
Applicants felt the presence of threats all around them and could escape to few or no safe places. Verbal abuse was pervasive from the time applicants began to exhibit more feminine characteristics or chose to play with girls rather than boys. Applicants experienced insults and name calling within their family and in school and community settings. Although fathers were the primary verbal abusers, mothers and siblings sometimes echoed fathers' verbal abuse. As applicants got older and began to become more feminine in their actions and appearance, verbal abuse and threats frequently turned to physical assault (Table 2) .
Physical and sexual assaults started at an early age, usually by a family member, but perpetrators were also community members and authority figures such as teachers and police. Most applicants experienced sustained assaults until they left the country (Table 1) .
Parent responses to emerging gender identity.
The first episode of verbal abuse and physical assault was usually by a father or male caretaker who reacted out of anger to an emerging female gender identity when the applicant was as young as aged 4 to 5 years. Family members frequently justified their actions by saying "I'm going to beat the gay out of you" ( Table 2 ).
Physical and sexual assault by other family members. Many applicants had multiple generations of family in the same town and frequently interacted or lived with other family members. Grandfathers were frequently verbally abusive. Uncles and cousins were verbally abusive and often perpetrated physical and sexual assaults as well. Applicants often reported that their first sexual assault was by an extended family member and often did not report sexual assault because of the perpetrator's threats to themselves and their immediate family ( Table 2) .
As a result of these abusive family relationships, some applicants were kicked out of their homes, whereas others left home to escape the abuse. Some left their town because they were fearful of life-threatening actions from police, family, and members of the community. Those who did not have a family member willing to accept them spent time living on the streets or in abusive relationships.
Community responses. Applicants reported harassment from community members beginning in childhood. Applicants described rocks or other objects being thrown at them as they walked to school or ran errands, which led them to become increasingly isolated and fearful. Threats and multiple incidences of sexual assault and physical harm from neighbors or unknown community members were reported (Table 2) . School responses. Applicants described a hostile school environment, with daily name calling, bullying, and physical harassment during and after school by male students. Verbal abuse began early in primary school and often was experienced in the classroom and at recess. Applicants also reported being followed home, having rocks or food thrown at them, and receiving threats of physical harm by classmates. Some reported being physically assaulted at school, both in the bathrooms and outdoors. There were only a few reports of sexual assault by teachers, but others reported overtures by teachers that they were able to avoid (Table 2) . In response, applicants and occasional female family members appealed to teachers and principals for assistance. Teachers provided little protection against harassment and assault. Many teachers responded with comments to "act like a man." Some teachers were sympathetic but were only able or willing to provide small gestures of assistance in the classroom (e.g., moving their desk next to the teacher). Most reported that teachers stopped attempts of physical violence in the classroom, but there were no penalties for the attackers (Table 2) .
Applicants also described discrimination in their efforts to engage in learning and to participate in school activities. Applicants recounted incidents of teachers giving them lower marks because of their emerging gender identity, and in some cases they were not allowed to attend school. Applicants also were barred from physical education activities because of their increasingly feminine appearance and mannerisms. When harassment and assaults became intolerable, applicants stopped going to school, some as early as elementary school (Table 2) . Police responses. Applicants who remained in Mexico into late adolescence and adulthood reported being targeted by the police, particularly when they dressed in female clothing. Applicants reported multiple instances of false arrest, being picked up and taken to jail and held under charges that were later dropped or without charges. During these times, men who were in the same jail cell often sexually or physically assaulted them, with no police intervention. Physical and sexual assault by the police often occurred at gunpoint. Many of the sexual assaults described were with a group of police officers and usually at night. Some officers asked for bribes to avoid sexual assault or arrest. These experiences increased their fear and distrust of authority (Table 2) .
Discrimination Because of Evolving Gender Identity
Applicants stated that their emerging female mannerisms and appearance often prompted discriminatory treatment in the workplace and community. This extended to every level of community interaction, from trying to access municipal services to overt actions by those in power to force them to leave town. Applicants limited where they went and the time they spent out in the community.
Many moved to other towns or cities to seek employment and safety. Applicants were limited in the types of jobs they were able to get and keep in Mexico. They recounted discriminatory hiring practices on the basis of their gender identity. For those who were employed, many experienced daily harassment and threats of losing their jobs because they identified as women (Table 2) . 
Immigration to the United States
Because of continued harassment and assaults, applicants initially tried moving to another town or city, but when threats to their personal safety continued, they crossed into the United States. Family members or friends frequently assisted them, urging them to leave before they were harmed, giving them money, or making arrangements with a coyote. An additional prompt to leave occurred when a transgender friend was severely injured or killed by police or found in fields after having been beaten, raped, or tortured. At this point, they felt there would be no protection from police or that the major threat to their lives was from local police. Applicants typically crossed into the United States without documentation as older adolescents or young adults.
Most of the asylum seekers did not apply for asylum within the required year after entering the United States because they did not know that they could qualify for asylum. Some applicants had received services from social service agencies for years but had not been informed that applying for asylum was an option for them. Many had low levels of education and did not have the skills needed to access or understand complex immigration documents. From their experiences in Mexico, applicants had a deep distrust and fear of people in authority. They feared they would be deported if they called attention to themselves, particularly after initiation of the physical transition from male to female.
Multiple applicants also said that they had delayed their application process because they were emotionally unable to talk about their experiences. For some, the declaration process was the first time they talked about their experiences with anyone.
Continuing Health Problems After Entering the United States
The major health challenges these applicants faced after entry into the United States were persistent mental health symptoms from their traumatic experiences in Mexico. Because of their past traumatic experiences, language and education barriers, and undocumented status, applicants found it hard to establish relationships that could facilitate employment, social inclusion arrived and separated me and a friend from our group. They said that they were going to arrest us for being in the street. They said that we were inciting violence because we are gay. I tried to protest the arrest, but I was told to shut up and hit in the face.
They called me mamacita. They said that I liked their dicks while they were holding their crotches. Two more police officers arrived in a patrol car. They put us in handcuffs. They put my friend in 1 car, and me in the other. I thought they were going to kill me. . . .
Three officers got in the car I was shoved in, and 2 got into the car that my friend was shoved in. The officers began to demand that I perform oral sex on them. I performed oral sex on 1 of the officers in the car while the other 2 drove. They took us to a dead end alley. They took turns raping me outside of the car. At 1 point, 1
penetrated me while another forced me to perform oral sex while another held my hands.
Discrimination because of evolving gender identity

Community
In the streets I faced discrimination. Microbus drivers often refused to stop for me. The mayor of [city name] threatened that if I did not leave town that he was going to jail me for 2 years because I dressed like a woman. He [a physician] told me that I was born a man and that I had to remain a man. He said that if I continued to take hormones and became ill he would not treat me if I sought medical attention.
School
In fourth grade the students and parents signed a petition to have my cousin C. and me expelled because we did not behave properly.
The parents held a meeting with the school staff. The parents said we were demons and they did not want their kids in the same school as us. . . . A teacher defended us and said that we were human beings and were entitled to an education. I was suspended from school for 2 months. Some of the teachers also discriminated against me. Once in secondary school when I turned in an English exam, the teacher said, "Pinche maricon" [ Each asylum declaration was accompanied by a licensed mental health professional's psychological evaluation. All of the applicants were diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder. Applicants reported continued symptoms of disordered sleep, disabling fear, and trauma cueing. They also described long periods of social isolation. Some were unable to leave the house and did not have friends because they could not trust others. Many reported abuse of alcohol and other substances to cope with these symptoms (Table 1) .
DISCUSSION
These asylum declarations reveal that life in Mexico is one of extreme vulnerability for those whose gender behaviors place them outside the normative male and female social roles. The harassment and violence against transgender individuals documented in the asylum declarations were society's response to the applicants' living outside the "gender box" and indicate Mexico's collective cultural discomfort with nonconforming gender behaviors. Male-to-female expressions of gender identity challenge the belief of a gender order even more than being a gay male. 20 Mexico has made major gains in LGBT civil rights, but it continues to struggle with deeply entrenched beliefs of traditional male and female gender roles. 5, 7 The episodes of harassment and assault we have described happened before the legalization of gay marriage and the proposal of additional social reforms, but the documented backlash against recent social reforms indicates that transgender individuals continue to experience violence and harassment, false arrests, and police violence. 5, 7, 8, 10, 11 Violence against increasingly nonconforming gender behavior in youths is an attempt to enforce gender normative behavior. 20 Mexican transgender women often suffer rejection and verbal, physical, and sexual abuse by their own family members. Up to 70% of transgender Mexican youths are estimated to either have run away or have been thrown out of their homes. 9 Asylum applicants reported feeling helpless and living in constant fear because they experienced continual harassment and verbal abuse at school, at work, and in the community. Violence against them continued even when they moved to another community.
These declarations also reflect a failure to protect vulnerable youths. Although there were some exceptions, applicants seeking protection against harassment and assault found that those most in a position to help (i.e., family, teachers, and police) could not or would not protect them. Other reports documenting police and military harassment and targeting of transgender women support their experiences. 9, 11 Access to education was limited for Mexican transgender women who had to leave home or school to escape harassment and abuse by family members. 9 These individuals also reported few protections in the workplace and were vulnerable to employment discrimination. These findings are consistent with US reports that one third of transgender individuals say they have to hide their true gender at work so that they are not fired. Others were unable to get a job because of their transgender status. 9 Isolation and restriction of educational and employment opportunities limited education and career paths in Mexico and also provided a poor base for employment and social opportunities once they immigrated. 21 It is important to recognize that the applicants' problems do not end with immigration. Rejection by their families and living without the protection of police or other authorities can lead to psychological trauma, mental health problems, suicide attempts, low educational attainment, and unemployment. 9 Trauma from sexual, physical, or emotional abuse can greatly undermine feelings of safety, trust, personal control, and beliefs in justice, which can lead to depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, and physical health problems. 22, 23 Other transgender individuals' traumatic events can be seen as examples of what could happen to them and thus cause anxiety. 24 These declarations showed that applicants were unaware that they were eligible for asylum, that there was an application deadline, or that they could still apply after the deadline. Usually, asylum applicants must apply within 1 year of entry into the United States. However, if applicants can demonstrate extraordinary circumstances (e.g., serious mental health consequences from traumatizing experiences in Mexico) or changed circumstances (e.g., coming out as a transgender woman or beginning a transition in appearance that could endanger them if they return to Mexico), there can be exceptions to this rule. 9 Transgender individuals also may experience a significant emotional barrier to beginning the application process, which requires a detailed account of their experiences. This finding is consistent with earlier research showing that even into middle adulthood, 23% of US transgender individuals have not told anyone about their abusive experiences. 24 Social service staff should consider additional mental health support for transgender clients to assist them to overcome this barrier. 21 Many of the applicants had accessed some level of social services after immigration but were not informed about the possibility of asylum. Social service agencies provide an important intervention point, and educating staff about this option may get information to these individuals much sooner. 21 
Limitations
This study had several limitations. Although the legal documents were a rich source of information, it is important to note the original purpose of the documents, the context in which they were created, and their intended audience.
14 The declarations were components of a legal process, which may limit or shape the information representing the asylum seeker's lived experience. They contain the asylum seeker's words but are not transcripts. The declaration was recorded by the legal team and then translated from Spanish to English, which may have altered the description of some events. Most described encounters occurred in small towns and cities
